Zanaya Chaudhry by Nazar, Mahum
Pakistani Transgender Women Oral History Project
Interview with: Zanaya Chaudhry
Interviewed by: Mahum Nazar
Transcriber: Mahum Nazar
Date of interview: 5 August, 2021




MN: Welcome. Today’s date is August 5 and the day is Thursday. I am interviewing
Zanaya Chaudhry today through Whatsapp. She is in Pakistan and I am in America.
This interview is being conducted for my Master’s of Science program in Human
Rights for my capstone project at Binghamton University. Let us start. Zanaya, first
of all thank you so much for being here today. Would you tell a little bit about
yourself and give a little background information about yourself?
0:42
ZC: My name is Zanaya Chaudhry and I am working in KSS: Khuwaja-Sira Society as
a case manager related to counselling etc. There are different things included in my
position, like HIV related health, personal issues people have, or family issues which
concern transgender people as well as other male or female individuals. Along with
this, I also work with minorities which consist of gender and religious minorities,
people with disabilities and blind people. So in short, I work for human rights.
1:34
MN: Right. Would you tell a little bit about your childhood and how that has shaped
who you are today?
1:48
ZC: Hmm. My childhood was good but if I were to think about my gender, that part
was really difficult because I always wanted to live like a girl but my family forced
me to live like a boy. So this was very difficult for me to deal with. As you know in
Pakistan, it is really difficult for children to take things in their own hands because
their family does not listen to them so it can become quite difficult. As a result, we
have to live like how our family expects us to. Here if we were to talk about gender,
I obviously was not aware of who I was like my family told me I was a boy, and no
kid really has any awareness about whether they are a boy, a girl, or a transgender.
As time went on, I was naturally acting like a girl: living, eating, sitting and standing,
and leaving and coming back home like a girl. People told me that I was different
when I used to think of myself as normal. I would like to talk about two things in
regards to this. At a young age, I was sexually and physically approached. When
love is shown to kids, they recognize it as love, even when they are being physically
abused. So because there was no family acceptance…[inaudible]. As I was growing
older, when I got to know about things during family discussions, it was revealed to




ZC: So then I was told that because I was not right and neither were my ways, such
abuses were happening to me. I was also told that I was a boy, therefore I have to
protect myself and my family and such things were my responsibility. But when it
came to my sexual abuses, it was never talked about or even brought up within my
family. So when I grew up a little more, I thought to myself that perhaps it was my
mistake. However, once I was of a mature age and got to know more about things,
then I told myself that I have to speak on such topics strictly. Then I did have some
conversations and when it came to my education, when I was in school my teachers
would sometimes…[inaudible]...the teachers would gossip with one another about




ZC: That too was a thing I had to face which made me feel like I was different and
the attitudes people had towards me made me feel like people were treating me in
such a manner…[inaudible]...my family realized that at home I was involved with
technical issues and I would look at that stuff and knew about it. Hence, they
decided to enroll me in a technical school so that the things within me which were
girly would disappear, and the skills you learn through your hands never go to
waste. Therefore, if I were to face any problems later in life, the skills I had learned
within vocational school would become useful. I told my family I did not want to go
to this school but they forced me so I had to gain an education with boys. My
classes were with the boys because here there is no column for a third gender, and
when you have family pressure and you have to do things for the sake of your
family because you are dependent on them, then you have to listen to them. So I
did my electrical engineering and on the written tests I did fine, but with the
practical tests I had difficulty with and the teachers knew about this and knew
about me. The teachers used to laugh and mock me and abuse me in such a
manner. But like I told you during college when I gained admission, I was looking
forward to co-education. My school years had co-education but when I got




ZC: First when I got admission there the college was co-education, which for me was
a good thing because in school I also had co-education and there was some kind of
support there for me from the girls side. This I did not find in the technical school I
was enrolled in. But when I took admission here, it was co-education first but when
I enrolled, they removed co-education and set up classes separately for males and
females. Therefore, when I took admission here, I was still conversing with people
and using male pronouns. Whenever my tongue slipped a little, the boys would
start cursing me out and hit me with their shoes, would ridicule me and call me
names. Then the boys started to sexually harras me and I got the section I was in
changed so the classes which I had in the afternoon got switched to the morning. I
told the people that I did not know what was going on whenever I had to get my
section changed because people used to make fun of me instead when I used to




ZC: So from there I went to Septic School of Arts and Design university for textile
fashion design and there I found support because the college was friendly in every
manner. Nobody there judged anyone and even if someone did, nobody really
noticed. The teachers were sensitized and they did not care about how anybody
lived. What mattered was that you were getting an education which was more
important than other things. Alongside with my studies, I was also working in a
private job part-time. But people had the same attitude everywhere and things kept
on going on somehow. As I was gaining an education, I started to understand and
see how things were and according to how things were and the opportunities which






MN: So at what time in your life did you realize or had awareness about your
transgender identity?
11:11
ZC: Actually I had a realization during childhood and I did not have an idea then but
the people told me that I was different. When I used to live like a boy but my actions
were like a girl, people used to call me gay so I thought that I was gay too. Then I
wondered what was gay and I remained confused  and wondered why did people
think that I was gay. Sometimes people would call me like I was a girl and
sometimes they would call me other names. So I did extensive research and
searched it up on the internet but I did not understand anything. It was in 9th grade
when me and my friend came across some transgender people on the street. We
would come across transgenders anyways at home when they would come in the
neighborhood and they were used to scare the children as children were told that
they will kidnap you, hence you should come inside when you see them outside. We
used to be scared that transgender people were like this. So when we were coming
home after school and we met some trans people, they told us to come over to
their house and we would sit and talk to one another. I thought about whether I
should go or not and I had some other trans friends with me too and together I
thought if all of us went, perhaps we would not get harmed. We were curious about
what trans people did and how did they live. Then I came to know that I am a
transgender. This feeling came to me when I recognized how other trans people
were living openly with their identity and showing that to everyone and in my case,
the only difference was that I was living with my family in a conservative way, and
there were many restrictions on me and I was forced to live like that. On the other
hand, here these trans people were living openly and speaking openly and the only
difference between me and them was that I was living at home and they were living
outside. The things they were able to do openly outside were the same things I was
doing at home like a girl. Even dressing up, wearing my sister’s clothes and wearing
my mother’s dupattas (shawls), all of these things I was doing anyways at home but
that was all confined within my house. When I got exposed to these transgenders, I
realized how openly they were able to do things. Then gradually me and my friends,
whenever we would go outside, we would dress ourselves up outside too and when
I would go home I would change the clothes I was wearing outside before stepping
inside the house. Yes.
14:16
MN: So what was your family’s reaction when you told them about your trans
identity, or once they found out about it?
14:30
ZC: Family um. Sorry I was not able to hear you properly.
14:33
MN: I can repeat my question. What was your family’s reaction once they found out
about your transgender identity, or when you informed them?
14:47
ZC: Ah. My family’s reaction was so, I mean from the beginning when it came to this
and other issues, the reaction was bad and not supportive. But once my family got
an idea and I informed them openly after coming to the community and being
exposed to things, and started working like I am doing now. Back then the work I
did was not big but the people whom I was supporting considered my work big.
Like I would help these folks with their mobile phones if they had an issue,
supported them through writing for a program, or helped them through HIV related
stuff and other things where I informed them about different things, etc. So these
things remained very good for me. But alongside this, I had many difficulties I had
to face because of my family. I went to a protest once and my family saw me on tv
and came to know that I was involved within the NGO sector and I used to visit
transgenders. That time was very difficult like I had short hair and my family cut
that too and they beat me up really badly. I left home for a little while then but I
forcefully went back home by myself. My mother did not want me to live outside of
my house and I never did before, therefore I went back to my family and my family
called me back too, thinking that within the hijra (transgender) culture there is a
guru and there is support. So there was support to some extent within the hijra
culture but all of the people there have also left their houses and families, and I
thought to myself why should I leave my house. Therefore, I forcefully went back
home and listened to what my family said and also made them listen to my needs,
even when my needs were met very little. But all the activities that I was engaged in
were outside and remained outside, never in my house. Still I do not have my
family’s full acceptance, as in I do not dress up at home and go outside, even
though I myself prefer to not dress up at home because within our society there is
no acceptance like this. If I am living at home with my family, they know that I am
different and I am trans, all of them have an idea. But I still cover myself and go
outside like that on a bike. I wear a niqab when I go outside and come back home
the same way too. When I go out for a job, I cover myself the same way and cover
myself when I come back home too, just so my family would not have any problems
and people would not talk because of me. People talk regardless because of me in
some shape or form but I do not want my family to hear things just because of me.
18:03
MN: As you have stated that people talk in Pakistan so in regards to this, in your
opinion, why do you think there is so much stigma and discomfort associated with a
transgender identity or a disussion around it, especially in Pakistan?
18:25
ZC: Umm. There are so many problems when it comes to stigma and
discrimination. Even if someone were to curse another person, they would use hijra
as an insult…[inaudible]...these same people are the ones who use transgenders for
sexual relationships…[inaudible]...I can relate to the trans community in such a
manner that the life a prostitue and of a transgender person are the same. Both of
them will never get married and both of them will never be able to live a
respectable life in the society and...{[inaudible]...anyone from any religion can take
advantage of us but when it comes to acceptance, people will say they are
accepting of transgenders just to show the world but that support is not
there…[inaudible]...So on those people’s lives will a question be raised. There are
many people who openly…[inaudible]...because we have many friends like both
girls and boys who would behind closed doors or in some specific places in a group







MN: Your voice was cutting a lot. Will you repeat a little what you were saying at the
end there?
21:15
ZC: I was telling you that people who engage with us in group work, or in other
work-related situations, or even in outings etc. sometimes so in these situations,
these people are accepting of us as transgenders. But when it comes to taking us
home or giving us respect, then these same people are not supportive in the same
way. This is true even with friends, colleagues etc. or friends. There are very rare
cases where they invite us over at their homes and that does not happen
frequently.
21:58
MN: So as a transgender woman living in Pakistan, are there any lessons you have
learned or certain experiences you have had which you woud like to share, on
behalf of yourself or the transgender community?
22:22
ZC: Ahh. I think that the transgender community has it’s own negative role in this
because in the beginning when we were set apart from everyone else, we also
preferred this social exclusion ourselves. We wanted to live by ourselves and create
a world of our own and not play a role in mainstream society. Today if we are
playing our role then it is in the form of begging or within a tolli system. Other than
this, we are not participating in society. So in this our gurus, etc. who are a part of
the hijra culture play a big role because when the society did not accept them, they
also did not put any effort to assimilate, which is the reason why both had issues
among them and why transgenders live separately from the mainstream society.
Now the role we are playing in society, like if I were to talk about myself then I
converse with different university students on incidents or within the health sector
or education sector, or within the government level I talk about rights. This I do just
so in the future the support increases for our transgender people and other people
and things turn out better. If we were to isolate ourselves then we would miss out
on all the things and our rights which people snatch from us anyways, we would
not be able to fight for our rights either. This is the reason why I stay involved as
much as I can because if you stay involved in things and do as much work as you
can, then people will come to know that transgender people are also capable of







MN: You touched a little upon the guru system and the guru culture. Would you
explain this a little to the people who are listening and who are not informed about
this and explain what this system is in Pakistan?
25:08
ZC: Right. Now that I am about to talk about the hijra culture and guru/chaylla
system, there are both positive and negative things associated with it. There are
more positive things but when there is positivity going on at a certain place, there is
negativity there somehow as well. Or that also varies from person to person and
how people like to take certain things in what sense. If I am to talk about the hijra
culture then it is a very supportive culture and it is like an umbrella term under
which many people feel safe in Pakistan or other relative countries. Because in a
society we do not find acceptance from families, relatives, etc.
then…[inaudible]...people raise their hand for such things. So what things do we
have in this, like we have our gurus and we have to…[inaudible]...in this manner, we




ZC: Hello. Can you hear me?
26:58






ZC: Whenever we have problems or anything like that, then we get support for
those times. But things are not going that way like how the hijra culture used to be
before, there was support and stuff like that which is not prominent today. If I were
to talk about it then everyone lives separately and take guru as a guardian, hence
the respect is not there anymore like it used to be and the chayllas are not
respected like they used to be before, and people like to do whatever they please
now. Before such a system was more supportive because then we did not have
transgender protection act. Now in 2018 when the transgender act passed, we
came to know about our rights and they are being given to us. Before this was not
the case. These things gave us much support before but now many things are being
adopted from India within our culture, like hitting and beating the chaylla and
cutting their hair as a punishment. So these things are becoming prominent which
is not good as within us there are families and chosen relationships, which I told
you about, and just like these chosen relationships we have our chosen families. If
our gurus fail to listen to us properly then we can talk to our paternal grandmother,
or our paternal uncles which are relationships which we have formed and we can
talk to them. If even these people fail to listen to us then we can talk to the elders of
another family but the feeling which I get is that when we are in the outside world,
like in the society and elsewhere, money plays a crucial role and has power here
too. If you want to direct someone a certain way then you can give them money and
get things done according to your choice. Here the practice of buying and selling of
people with the use of money should be eradicated. Buying and selling in the sense
of when a trans person leaves a guru and visits another one, there is a fine which is
imposed for leaving one guru and going to the next one. So if a fine was not
imposed then people would be switching gurus every day. But here the buying and
selling of people has become the norm and should be eradicated. The transactions
people have set up with money should be removed. Such a practice which is Indian,
was prevalent in the old times but we have adopted it today too. Within this culture






MN: So has Pakistan brought any positive changes for the transgender community
either today or in the past?
30:48




ZC: For quite some time, much work has been done and there have been
discussions on things from the government’s side about how to support the
transgender community. This was not happening back in 2002 and in 2012 there
was talk about ID cards and other stuff which consisted of many discussions and
work on many different things and as a result, we got our identities on our ID cards.
Doctors said at that time that transgender people will be medically checked first
before they are given their ID cards in order to see if they are transgender or not,
and that too by first getting them naked and examining them. This was a very
humiliating process for us because you do not ask a girl to strip naked in order to
give her ID card, or ask a boy to do the same in order to give him his ID card. So
why was this such a case with the transgender community? Now it is under the law
that whoever says that they are a transgender person, they are able to chnage their
ID card accordingly. There has not been any case yet where a male or a female has
come forward as a transgender to get a new ID card. Obviously, whoever is
transgender will claim that they are rightfully because going in a society and
labelling across your forehead that you are a transgender or a hijra, and taking the
bad reputation which comes along with it is not an easy task. For the time period if
somebody wants to do acting then they can do that, just to fit in their role but
nobody can properly change their gender to transgender without any valid reason.
So many steps are being taken from the government but the thing of consideration
here is that if the government is being supportive, then where is the transgender
community? If we are empowering people and telling them what job to do and what
to learn and where to work, then people do not come into work in this manner. This
is because people desire easy money which is generated through sex work. People
claim that this work has both pleasure and money. Therefore, the majority of the
people go in that direction, or they engage in begging which is also not an easy
job…[inaudible]...people say that instead of us going out and begging and coming
back home, they prefer…[inaudible]...this is a negative thing…[inaudible]...but






MN: In relation to this, how has Pakistan or the Pakistani government failed to play








MN: Yes yes. My question is that in your opinion, how has Pakistan or the Pakistani
government failed its transgender community? And what are some things which
you would like to see Pakistan doing for its community in the future?
35:22
ZC: Uh. I think the school syllabus should consist of gender as a subject where every
gender should be taught in order to get acceptance. Here for instance a school is
made for transgender people. We do not want to study separately but rather, we
want to sit with everyone else and study all together because that increases
confidence. As we are separate anyways in many other things, hence we do not
want to be further separated in schools where our education and assignments will
be separate too. This also does not bring acceptance in a society when the
government is telling us things to do and enroll in a school specifically made for us
which separates us from everyone else. Acceptance will not come this way, rather
acceptance will come when we are taught alongside males and females. There
should also be a gender subject and alongside this, much work needs to be done
within the health sector. I talk with many of my students who are studying law and I
also talk with my medical students. When I ask them to define what gender or a
transgender person is, or whether this was ever taught to them or could be found
in their syllabus, their reply is that such material is not mentioned in our syllabus,




ZC: Where they have to assume roles in the future. Only last year in Islamabad
when I spoke with doctors and asked them if they could define what a transgender
person is, nobody answered me. Afterwards when I asked if they had any
transgender patients come in for checkup, among the 18-19 people only one
person came forward and said that they did treatment once on a transgender
patient. There are many transgender people so why are they not going to a
hospital? It is because of the doctor’s behavior. I think, and see teachers within the
education system, when there are so many sexual harrasment cases brought
forward by cisgender people, when talking about transgender people, the numbers
might be more. So these things are very important where improvement is needed.
38:19
MN: Yes absolutely. Before I end my interview, is there anything else you would like
to say or talk about another question which I have not asked?
38:37
ZC: Before ending the interview?
38:38
MN: Yes because these were all the questions I had for you so if you want to talk
about anything else, you can do so.
38:45
ZC: Uhh. No, I do not have anything else really that I would like to say. In the
upcoming time we can only pray for things to get better and most of the things I
have mentioned already like related to education and other stuff. So to me it seems
like the community has to play its role in order to get ahead of things and to do
things. If people are being supportive and providing their support in some places,
then for the sake of their help we should participate with them. For instance, if
someone is giving you a job opportunity, you should not complain about the low
income. You need to start at some place and God makes things better in the long
run. So I think these things are really important. Now if I were to talk about, and
provide you with more information, there is a difference between a transgender
woman and the culture. I am not sure if you had an idea yet or not but the hijra
culture is a separate thing and a transgender woman is a separate thing. For
instance, if I call myself a trans woman or a transgender woman, if I call myself that





ZC: And if I were to say that I am a transgender woman alongside Khuwaja-Sira, so
that means that I am a part of the Khuwaja-Sira culture. Khuwaja-Sira is merely a
cultural thing where we get support and culture for the people of our society from
the hijra culture people. However, if I say that I am only a transgender woman, then
many problems can be born such as, like I have mentioned that there is no
acceptance, so for instance if I were to go somewhere and my family kicks me out
and I go outside somewhere, then who will give me a place to stay? Nobody will give
me a place to stay. People misuse you. Within the culture, support comes in like you
have a guru or paternal uncles in a hijra culture. So these people will be able to
provide me with a place to live somewhere for a few days and if I were to give
money to these people constantly, and live with them constantly, then they will
keep me with them. This will gradually decrease with time.
41:37
MN: Yes absolutely. If you do not have anything else to add because my questions
have finished, then we should end this interview. Again, thank you so much for
taking the time out to do this interview and to talk with me.
42:00
ZC: You’re welcome. I will see if I remember anything else, I would convey that to
you through voice notes.
47:08
MN: Alright. I will keep in touch with you then InshAllah.
42:13
ZC: Okay. I will give you the numbers of other people as well and you can talk to
them accordingly.
42:19
MN: Alright. Again, thank you so much. You take care of yourself.
42:25
ZC: You are welcome. Allah Hafiz (May God be with you).
42:26
MN: Allah Hafiz.
(End of Interview).
